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WITCHCRAFf AS METACULTURE IN THE BOLIVIAN CHACO 
Kathleen LOWREY * 
This paper lrcats a mu Ili -village assembly that was held Io adjudicate an accusation of 
witchcraft in the G uarani-speaking indigenous conununity of l soso, in the l3olivian 
Chaco, in 1999. T he argument of the article is that the leadership of this community 
allempted a n anthropological treatment of a problem of witchcraft by addressing it al 
a « mcla-cullural » lcvcl having to do with community dynamics. Howcvcr, the Isoseii o 
leadership found - as have anthropologists - that shi fl ing the fra me of reference of a 
problem is not the same as resolving it , and that confli ct can be as casil y transnmtcd as 
can frames of analysis. The article concludes thal a sophisticated, refl exive self-
consciousness about culture on the part of modern indigenous leaders may not allow 
thcm to transccnd culture in thcir home communities, any more than the culture 
concept has all owed anthropologists to solve their mosl puzzlingdiscipli nary problems. 
[Key words: witchcrafl , metaculturc, Guarani, indigcnous pcoplcs, Chaco.] 
La bmjeria co1110 111eta-c11lt11m en el Chaco bolil'ia no. El nrticulo lrata de una asamblca 
que tuvo lugar en cl lsoso, una comunidad indigena guarani-hablantc del Chaco 
bolivinno, en 1999. Reuniendo a varias aldeas, la asamblea se ll ev6 a cabo para resolver 
una acusaci6n de brujeria. Se argumenta que los lidcrcs isosciios procuraron cnfrcntar 
este problema en un piano « meta-cultural », encarandolo como un connicto que 
expresa o manifiesta en a lguna forma dinamicas comunitarias confli ctivas. Sin 
embargo, los li dcrcs isosciios dcscubricron - al igual que los antrop61ogos - que el mero 
hecho de cambiar el marco de referencia de un problema no implica resolverlo, y que los 
confli ctos pueden transmutarse con igua l faci lidad que los ma rcos analiti cos. Se 
concluye que la sofi sticada y refl exiva aulo-conciencia que poseen los li deres indigenas 
contemporaneos sobre la cultura no les permite necesariamcntc trasccndcr las cxpcc-
lati vas de su cultura de origcn - de la misma manera que el concepto de« cultura » no 
permiti6 a los antrop61ogos resolver sus rompecabezas discipli narios mas tenaces. 
[Palabras claves: brujcria, meta-cultura, guarani, pucblos indigcnas, Chaco.] 
La sorcellerie en tant que 111éta-c11lt11re dans le Gwco bolfrien. Le point de départ de cet 
article est une assemblée qui eut li eu en 1999 dans l'Tsoso, une communauté indienne 
guaranophone du Chaco boli vien. L 'assemblée, qui réunissait plusieurs vill ages, avait 
été convoquée pour résoudre \Ill cas d'accusation de sorcell erie. On argumente que les 
dir igeants isoseii o s'efforcèrent d'affronter le problème ù un niveau « méta-culturel », 
• Dcparlment of Anthropology, Universit y of Alberta, 13-5 Tory Ouil<li ng, E<lmonton, Canada 
TGG 2114 [klowrcy@ualberta.ca). 
Joumal de la Socii!1é dl's A111érica11is1es, 2007, 93-2, pp. 121-152. © Société des Américanistes. 
121 
JOURNAL DE LA SOCIÉTÉ DES AMÉRICANISTES Vol. 93-2, 2007 
en le considérant comme un con nit exprimant ou manifestant d 'une certaine façon des 
dynamiques communautaires confli ctuelles. Les dirigeants isosciio ont cependant 
découvert - comme l'ont fait les anthropologues - que le seul fait de changer le cadre de 
référence d 'un problème n'équivaut pas à le résoudre, et que les conflits peuvent se 
transmuter avec la même facilité que les cadres d 'analyse. On conclut que la conscience 
sophistiquée cl réflexive qui est celle des dirigeants indiens contemporains ur la culture 
ne leur permet pas toujours de transcender les attentes de leur culture d 'origine - de la 
même façon que le concept de «culture» n'a pas permis aux anthropologues de 
résoudre leurs problèmes disciplinaires les plus complexes. [M ots-clés: sorcellerie, 
méta-culture, Guarani, peuples indigènes, Chaco.] 
« Prcsumably, the mere reflcction of a social predicamcnt on to another plane is 
a way of coping with it. » (Shapin 1979, p. 49) 
This article treats a multi-vill age ii emboati (Guarani for « meeting » or 
« assembly ») convcned to resolve a case of witchcraft accusation. Tt took place in 
Isoso in Februa ry 1999, during the first year of my dissertation fieldwork. The 
conflict involved a young woman who showed signs of pregnancy for more than 
a year, but in which gestation did not progrcss. She had consulted various 
practitioners in Jsoso and out of it about the problem. A young medical doctor, 
performing his post-graduate year of rural service at the mini-hospita l in lsoso's 
main village, diagnosed the most probable cause as a uterine tumor that he was 
not equipped Io treat. The gi rl and her family, however, eventually concluded her 
condition was causecl by witchcraft and, specifically, that an olcler woman in her 
village was bewitching her. 
As will be shown, the facts of the case were not consiclerecl closely at the 
J/emboati. Neither witchcraft as an art or practice, nor the problem of it s presencc 
o r absence in this situation, were taken up at any length. lnstcacl, the Jsoseil o 
authorities leading the meeting treated witchcraft, the dispute, and it s resolution 
through reiteratecl reference to community solidarity. Rather than unpacking the 
specifics of the case, they bundlecl thesc particulars and treatecl the cntire mat ter 
only insofar as it conccrnecl legitimate structures of authority in l soso. 
A straightforwarcl critique (that Shapin's skcptical li ne, quotecl above, encap-
sulates) has been macle of anthropological approaches to witchcraft that attempt 
the very agenda the Capitania del Alto y Bajo lsoso (CAB!) deployecl al the 
meeting. Jf people want to thrash out a conflict, why do they bother Io translate 
it into the icliom of witchcraft? Mi ghtn't it be more reasonable to suppose that 
witchcraft is its own problematic, with characteristics best consicl erccl according 
to the li ghts of their irrcducible peculiarity? Incleed, iie111hoati attenclees were 
manifestly unsatisfied by CABI 's translation of the witchcraft dispute away from 
the nuts-ancl-bolts of bewitchment. l soseno people appearecl to be as exasperatecl 
by the « translational » approach to witehery as are academic anthropological 
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criti cs of the same. ln the case of lsoso, this was evidenced by a lack of full 
participation in the communicative give and take of the assembly proper and in 
its formai closing. No o ne hacl come to the 1ie111boati in order to hear a lecture on 
the importa nce of fealt y and collective solidarity in an era of rumor, suspicion, 
and misleading information. But that is what their leaders made sure that they 
got. 
At the time of the meeting, CABI was beginning to confront considerable 
comnrnnity dissent. Severa! months afterward, this turmoil culminated in a 
bifurcating schism over leadership in I soso (a confli ct that has not been resolved 
as of the present writing, seven years on). Having had quite a long time to think 
about the events of that day, I want to suggest that CADI was not wrong in its 
analysis of the underlying springs of « dis-ease » in the community (and that, by 
extension, nor are anthropological analyses macle in the same mode). The witch-
craft case presented- or at least, CABI leaders treatecl it as presenting - a pretext 
for an enactment of community solicl arit y in a milieu of rumors and both internai 
and externa l threat. ln treating it in this fashion, however, CABI came up against 
the fact (confronted a lso by anthropologists) that re-interpreting a problem is not 
the same thing as resolving it. Although it is likely that the real problem at the 
heart of the accusation and the broad interest it generated was not witchcraft , and 
although it is reasonable to suppose the real problem hacl something to do with 
community solidarity, merely re-stating the fir st, specifi c problem in the terms of 
the second, more general one, die! not in itsclf solve either. 
Recent work in anthropology broadly (the till e of this article refcrences 
Urban 2001) and lowland South America particularly (Conklin and Graham 
1995; Jackson J 989; Oakdale 2004; Turner 199 1 among many others) has 
addressed the refl exive and self- conscious use of the «culture concept» and 
reified notio ns of« culture» both across and within cultures. One of the points I 
wi sh to make in the present essay is that this process can a lso entai! ingenious, sui 
generis deployments of famili ar, qui te anthropological modes o f cultural analysis 
that aim to dccocle cultural expression and representation in order to resolve 
social conundrums. Nevertheless, the Isoseno case I will discuss here illu strates 
how a sophisticated engagement with what Urban ( ibid.) call s « metaculture » 
- thought, discourse, and conversation about culture - allows neither anthropo-
logists nor natives to slip the bonds of culture proper. 
There is a second point to be drawu out in the present account. With specifi c 
respect to witchcraft as a cultural phenomenon that has generated a huge 
meta-cultural commentary in the anthropological lit erature, l want to suggest 
that CA I31 leaders' failure to resolve the socia l tensions o f which witchcraft may 
indeed be the cultural expression, is quite similar to anthropologists' collective 
failure to arrive al a single, definitive account of what the universal socia l 
denominator of the phenomenon « witchcraft » is across cultural settings. If 
anthropologists have coll ccti vcly gencratecl one persuasive insight about witch-
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craft, it is that it participates somehow in interlacing the domain of the socio-
cultural with the domain of the socio-politi cal. ln Isoso, CADI leaders actcd 
according to this very preccpt. But the stubborn fact is that l soseilo people have 
entrenched disagreements on both planes: about witchcraft, and about commu-
nity dynamics. The same, of course, is true of anthropologists. We are unablc 
decisively to « decode » witchcraft because even if it is a code we are not able 
coll ectively to agree on what, exactly, it codes for. If we the anthropologists (like 
they the Isoseùo people) ail were to think the same things about social dynamics 
and their symboli c representation, our endless discussions of the problem of 
witchcraft might well dwindle away. 1\tfutatis 11111ta11dis, in Isoso (as we shall see) 
the community never came to a resolution of this particular case. The meeting 
ended inconclusively. The specifl c fates of the ill gi rl and her accused bewitcher 
became almost incidental to its denouement. However, the evidcnt vulnerability 
to criti cism of CABI 's attempt al mediation was a source of enorrnous satisfac-
tion to (and further discussion among) meeting attendees. This phenomenon, 
too, should be familiar to an anthropological rcadership wcll versed in the 
generations-long and perennially contentious lit crature on witchcraft. 
BACKGROUND 
The present report draws on a total of two years' field research carried out in 
l soso since 1997. lsosc11o people speak Guarani and takc their name from their 
home terri tory,« Isoso » - a hispanicization of a Guarani phrase for « water that 
goes » 1• Nine thousand Isoseii.o people li ve dispersed in twenty-seven vill ages 
strung along one hundred kilometers of a seasonall y-ft ooded river in the Chaco, 
lowland South Amcrica's arid central plain (Figure 1). They divide thcmselves 
into an upriver (A lt o) and downriver (Bajo) section, with marked rival ries of long 
standing between the two. Neverthclcs, they are (and have been since at least the 
late ninetccnth century) uni ted under the umbrell a of the Capitania del Alto y 
Bajo Isoso: an entity that today combines elements of a hereditary chieftanship, 
an electcd bureaucracy, and a fund-raising development organization. Whcn I 
flrst became intcrestecl in visit ing Isoso, l was told by an anthropologist colleague 
that 1 would have to gct CABI 's permission if l was seri ous about carrying out 
research therc. If l die! not, l would be thrown out. If 1 did, CABI's approval 
would act as what shc aptly termed my « passport » in the community. This was 
true. Isoso is akin to a small principality: it main tains externat relations, con trois 
travcl and trade within its borders, and is led and represented by a closely-
networked, semi-hereditary elit e (Combès 2005; Combès and Lowrey 2006; 
Combès and Vill ar 2004; Lowrey 2003). 
Since the nineteenth ccntury, l soseno have combined long-standing practiccs 
of maize agriculture, fi shing, and hunting with seasonal wage-labor migration to 
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create their way of life. ln the mid-1990s, Isosefio began a lso activcly to pursuc 
projects that might provide more regular salaried employment to community 
members. Most of these revolve around the local environment, local culture, or 
local identity and are funded multilaterall y by grants, loans, or other foreign aid . 
D uring my fieldwork, 1 foll owed the Isose11o cxperience wit h two such projects. 
The first was an attempt, fundedjointly by the French and Bolivian govcrnments, 
to build a small laboratory adjacent to the house of a n Tsoseùo paye (shaman) 
and - o r so went the hope - to proccss traditional medicinal plants into commer-
cia l pharmaceutical products. This project was nota success. T he second, funded 
by the United States Agency for International Development on a much larger 
scale, was an initi ati ve to integrate Isoseùo practices with conservation science in 
the management of the 3.4 milli on hectare Parque Nacional Gran Chaco, esta-
bli shed in 1995 (for a detailed account of the two projects, see Lowrey 2003). T he 
influ x o f cash and power into the community by way of CABI with this latter 
project, and a combination of both baseless and accurate rumors regarding 
CABI's (mis)handling of those fonds and that power, fonn the immediate bac-
kdrop to this meeting. 
This 1/e111boati was held at around the same time that a series of village-by-
vi ll age consultations on the park management plan were being conducted by 
(primarily non-Isose11o) park personnel. At the time, my understanding of the 
meeting's dynamics was limited to my perspective from the downriver vi ll age 
(Jbasiriri ) in which I was li ving at the time of its convening. 1 had only begun 
fieldwork in earnest several months before. Although T was - as anthropologists 
are wont to be - interested in witchcraft, I was shy about inquiring into it. In any 
event, the paye of lbasirir i, Don Jorge Romero 2, speciali zed in treating illnesses 
caused by the iyareta (fores! spirit s; lit erall y, « owners of the forest ») rather than 
those caused by human 111baek11aareta (witches; lit erall y, « knowers »; -reta: 
forms the plural). 
Much to my pleasure and surprise, because his willingness to have me visit and 
ask questions about his practice had until then been distinctly tepid, one day Don 
Jorge suddenly asked if I would l ike to come a long with him, his advisors, and the 
vi ll age « captain » (the Spanish mil itary tenn, eapitân, is used to translate the 
G uarani word for leader: 111b11m1•iclw) to a mu Ili -vi llage 1/e111boati to be held the 
next day in the upriver vi ll age of Kopere. lt would be, Don Jorge's advisor Felix 
Menéndez explained, dedicated to the resolution of a case of witchcraft accusa-
tion. The renowned paye Don Miguel Cuell ar would be there, as would the 
111b11m1•iclw guasu («Capitan Grande») of ail Isoso, Don Bonifacio Barrientos 
(hereafter Don Boni). 
Obtaining the specific permission of Don Miguel and Don Boni - along with 
the general approval of a pan-Isoso 1/e111boati of leaders - the year before 1 began 
fieldwork had been vi tal to my being all owed to undertake research in Isoso a t ail. 
It is quite possible that Don Jorge only invited me in order to learn more about my 
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relationship to these two important men. l agreed eagerly, and Felix and Don 
Jorge told me to be ready in the morning when the mb11m1'iclia g11as11's red Ford 
Explorer (paid for with national park funding) would roll through the village to 
collect us. 
Bursting at the prospect of some genuine fieldwork (the daily tasks 1 set 
myself at the time felt li ke make-believe etlmography), I decided to go and tell 
Doiia Cristina about my plans for the morrow. She was one of the people in 
lbasiriri who made me feel welcome during the difticult early months of my lime 
there. In her fifties, she is unusual among women her age in that she speaks very 
good Spanish. This facilitated our early interactions. A well-respected woman 
advisor to the leader of her village, Dona Cristina is also very kind. At her 
household lived what may have been the only fat <log in ail of Isoso, a half-blind 
mutt that never strayed far from her hearth. 
When T arrived that day, l found her in tears. Site was surrounded by both 
male and female kin. Although il was mid-afternoon, her husband, whom 1 had 
never met before, stood at her side. Usually when I would drop in du ring the day, 
Doi1a Cristina and a daughter or friend would be working together; her grand-
children, husband, and son-in-law came home only for the midday meal. Fluste-
red because I couldn' t imagine 1 was welcome, but not wanting immcdiately to 
dcpart without ex pressing some kind of comfort, 1 sat awkwardly when invited. J 
apologized for my ill-timed visit , and said ljust wanted tolet her know 1 would be 
going to a neighboring village the next day. « That's it! That's it! », she cried. 
«They are saying my poor sister is a witch, and now they want to burn her. They 
got a [non-Isoseifo] spiritualist from Santa Cruz to accuse her, none of the 
payereta here said it. She married a man from that village and is there ail atone, 
she has no family with her. I want to go tomorrow with the 111b11m1•icha g11as11 Don 
Boni if there is room in his vehicle ». 
Though I in fact had no idea what would transpire the next day, I insisted 
«They won' t harm your sister. They don' t do that anymore. Don Boni will cairn 
everyone down ». Unfortunately, even l knew very well that as recently as five 
years before an elderl y couple accused of witehcraft had been shot and their 
bodies burncd (rather than buried) in a vi ll age fa r downriver. However, I also 
knew that CABl- mindful of its good reputation as a partially modern, partially 
traditional institution - conscienced only banishment as the maximum sanction 
for witchcraft 3. The killin g of the couple in that downriver village (and of a man 
accuscd of witchcraft and shot in an am bush in the village in which l was living) 
during the early l 990s werc decisions undertaken at the vill age or even village-
faction level, without eommunity-wide consultation. 
Banishment, theoretically permanent, is often in effect temporary. A persan 
may be expelled from a particular village, or from ail of Isoso, or even from 
Bolivia (northern Argentina- where a related community of Guarani-speakers is 
located and where many Isoseùo people have relatives - being the prescribed 
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destinatio n). or the eleven 1990s-era cases of wi tchcraft -accusati on that resulted 
in publi c acti on and about which I know, in seven instances the accuscd were 
banished . ln at least five of these cases, the banished persons la ter atternpted to 
rcturn to their home vill ages and in fo ur of these instances were again the subject 
of accusation . Isoscil o people have too litt le income to li ve easil y outside thcir kin 
networks. ln addit ion, although everyone has relatives outside their own vi ll age 
(or in the nearby small town of Cha ragua, or in the lowland Boli vian cit y of Santa 
Cruz de la Sierra, or across the nationa l border in northern Argentina), these kin 
can be reluctant to takc in (or simply too poor to support) relations who have 
been rejected elsewhere. Therefore, banished persons frequcntly press for « right 
of rcturn »or at least attcmpt to obta in to lerance of it. 
In any evcnt, Doila Cristina's husband, grirn-faced, seconded my platitudes. 
He assured her that I was right, that Don Boni would cairn everyone clown, that 
no harm would come to her sister. During this interaction, I became concerned 
that Doih1 Cristina and her family might think l had corne by on purpose, in o rder 
to pump thcm for in formation. Altho ugh T was afr aid it would appear rude to 
!cave abruptly, I also d id not want to give the impression of hanging about 
li stening. J repeated myself: « I didn't know it was your sister. T am sure Don Boni 
wi ll calm everyonc. 1 am sure she will come to no harm ». I then apologized again 
for my ill -t imed visit and took my leave. 
Returning home, 1 headed for the vill age central clearing (a large ir regular 
space which includes a soccer fi eld at one end and a shady space for holding 
meeti ngs near the center). As T neared it s edge, Doila Ameli a spottcd me and 
wavcd me over to her hcarth. She lives close eno ugh to Doil a Cristina's that thcy 
can each tell who might be visit ing the other, but too far to overhear conversation. 
Vill age layouts in Isoso a re higgledy-piggledy but not unmotivated . In upriver 
(A lto) Isoso - where Ibasiriri and Kopere arc both Iocated - homes are clustered 
in bunches according to kinship, but with none of the bunches being very fa r from 
the others. T he coll ecti ve cfièct is a cozy rabbit-warren feel in the vi ll ages. In 
downriver (Bajo) Isoso, vill age layouts are simil arl y meandering but with much 
greater distances between homes and, conscquently, relatively much more privacy 
in individual households. 
Doi1a Ameli a, a widow, is in her scvcnties and is perhaps the most emincnt 
woman in the vi ll age. She is a member of a hcreditaril y powerful famil y. Li ke 
Doil a Cristina, she is an advisor to the vill age capitan in lbasir iri and a lso li ke 
Doil a Cri stina sometimes travels to other vill ages for 1îe111boati to represent her 
village or to foll ow topics in which shc is interested . Thcir personas are stri k ingly 
<liftèrent. T hey sit together and chat amicably when at outsidc meetings, and their 
respective houscholds a re located in distinct but adjoining clusters. Ncvertheless, 
there is not much visiting between them when they are in I basiriri . 
On this day, aft er l greeted her and took the seat she proferred, shc asked if l'd 
just bccn to Doia Cristina's. « Yes, poor thing! » 1 replied . « I d idn't know about 
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her sistcr, that they say she is a witch. She is crying, now l am very embarrassed to 
have paid her a visit al such a bad lime». « That's right! » Doùa Amelia replied 
with fi erce glee. « Shc's a witch, and thcy're going to burn her! ».« But they don't 
do that anymore », J protested, « thcy just cject them ». Doùa Amelia shook her 
head: «Oh, but they'vc donc that twice beforc with her! Shejust came back after 
seven years of li ving in a neighboring village. No, the payereta are going to have 
a yembosi11gar11 guasu 4 and thcn they are going to burn hcr ». She then gestured 
toward the hearth in case T missed the point. 
This was startling. As J came to learn more about witchcraft in Isoso, Doùa 
Amelia's reaction became more understandable (if still uncharitable). When 
discussing their own experi ences with witchcraft, whcn thcy or someo ne they 
know personally has been made ill , lsoseùo almost always will suspect specific 
others of being witches and of having caused the sickncss out o f envy or spite. 
However, when discussing witchcraft in general, Isoseùo say witches a re compel-
led to harm others and that thcy find their victims capriciously, that this is the 
only way witches can be« happy »and li ve« tranquilly ». Some people will go so 
far as to say no t ail witchcs a rc malicious by nature, and that they simply must find 
victims whether or not they personally want to harm them. Their mbaer111•i, a 
semi-voliti onal witch-substance contained in their bodies, impels them (for more 
on the111baerul' i, includingpossibleetymologies, ee Lowrey 2003, p. 183 no te 11). 
Mbaekuaareta, then, lurk among us; they are dangerously unwilling (or 
unable) to control their capacity for harm and for that reason it is the dut y of the 
community to gel riel o f them once they've been identified. If someone is made ill 
by a witch, no-one suggests the victim could have donc anything to prevent it 5. 
When I asked people how the mbaeruvi was transmitted from witch to victim, T 
received various a nswcrs, none of them mutuall y exclusive but also not fitting 
logicall y together. T he mechanisms of witchcraft a re no t the subject of much 
speculation. Tt is the fact o f witchcraft which is intensely interesting Io everybody. 
It seems to opera te much like Latour's « black box» in science:« only the inputs 
and the outputs count » (Latour 1987, p. 3). 
Because there are no sure diagnostic tests for witches, a 1/emboati may be held 
as a kind of public trial. The accused may or may no t be present to defend 
him/herself (according Io the data T gathcred, men and women a re accused of 
witchcraft with more or Jess equal frequency). Minimally, the vill age mb11r111•ic/1a 
must be present, and payereta arc usually invited as« expert witnesses ». Payereta 
know who the witches a re, though they don't always choose to reveal that 
knowledge. If a consensus is reached, a decision is written in the community 
« Libro de Actas» (minutes-book; each vi llage has one which records the proccc-
dings of important 1îemboati in a mix of Guarani and Spanish) and a decisive 
majority o f community members must sign the dccision (a mark suffi ces for 
people who a re not lit erate). The outcome of such assemblies is by no means 
assured. People accuscd of witchcraft a re no t always, o r even usuall y, social 
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outcasts. Judgiug by the cases about which I have direct knowledge, a strong 
showing by either accusers or supporters can carry the day. Finally, any coll ective 
decision is subject to both private and public revisiting. 
A SEASON OF WITCII CRAFT? 
The case of D oi1a Cristina's sister was not an isolated one. Soon after my 
arrivai to Isoso, Don Martin, an elderly man who took Io dropping by the house 
where I was livin g for tea and roll s and a chat, told me about the sudden death of 
a young woman in the village. She had complained of a headache in the morning, 
made the midday mcal, and then dropped dead in the afternoon - leaving behind 
her husband and two smalt children. Everyone was very shocked, he said. 
Eventually I worked up the nerve to ask if anyone supposed she might have been 
kill ed by witchcraft. « Witchcraft? » Don M artin repeated noncommittall y, 
« witchcraft, mmm, I don' t know about that. No one can understand why she 
died ». 
In the months that followed, 1 heard about other witchcraft problcms: D on 
Jorge was often going to an upriver vill age to treat the maize fields there, which 
were plagued by wonns. Severa! boys and youug men in the neighboring village 
had been taken ill and a prominent woman in the community was accused of 
bewitching them. In I soso's central vill age, a man who had been expellcd from the 
community for being a witch in the past, and had recently rcturned, was expell ed 
aga in. 
Eventually, l was fill ed in about events in my own village that had taken place 
while l was away for the Christmas holidays. A vi ll agcr, a man in late middle age, 
had become extremcly i ll. ln his fcverish ramblings, he confessed (it was said) that 
he was a witch and he began recounting ail the people he'd ki l lcd across the ycars. 
T he li st included the young woman who had died a few months earlier. The 
vill agers of Ibasiriri held a meeting al which « cven his own [adult] daughters » 
renounced the sick man, saying they hadn't known hc was a witch and were now 
prepared to wash thcir hands of him. Thesc two elemcnts, it turns out, are 
common featurcs of recountcd witchcraft stories: confessions by the supposcd 
witch, and renunciation of the witch by his or her immediate family. T have never 
heard a fi rst-pcrson account of either sort. Don Boni, the 111b11ruvicha g11as11, was 
asked to corne with his vehicle and transport the man out of the village to the 
mini-hospita l in the main vi llage, whcre he died (it was said) raving, a lonc, and 
unvisited by friends or family. 
Becausc I was always the last to hear them, I never gained any sense of how 
witchcraft stories travel among Isoseii o: that is, how it is that rumors coalesce 
around some people and not others. I always heard stories in confticting versions, 
elaborated wi th what struck me as multiple layers of baroque llourishes. 1 could 
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not identify a sociological pattern to accusation. Some accused people were men; 
some women. Some were old ; some were young. Sorne came from powerful 
families and/or had prestigious persona! standing and deep ties in the commu-
nity; others were of low standing or had only came into the villages where they 
were accused by marriage (which is not, in itself, a prejudicial condition: the 
well-respected 111b11ruvic/1a of lbasiriri is a resident-by-marriage, as is the paye 
Don Jorge). This is not to insist there is no pattern; only to admit that if one exists, 
it remained obscure to me. 
It may also be the case that witchcraft accusation itself comes in waves. Hirsch 
and Zarzycki ( 1994) document a series of accusations in lsoso in the late l 980s 
that closely mirrors the one l encountered the late 90s. lt was also centered in Alto 
I soso, with accusations in the same set of vill ages in which accusation ftourished 
when I was in the field, and eventually required the intervention of the 111b11n11•i-
c/1a g11as11. Hirsch and Zarzycki analyze this carlier fturry of accusation in terms 
of conununity factionalism generatcd by disagreements among evangelical sects 
and between evangelical converts and traditionalists in Isoso. Certainly, these 
divisions also animated the climate of witchcraft accusation 1 witnessed, though 
the worldly relationship of CADI to outside powers seemcd more immcdiately in 
play. 
A ccouNT oF THE A ssEi\IBLY's U NFOLDING 
I began waiting for Don Boni's red Ford Explorer at 8:30 in the morning. Don 
Martin, dejected, had gone home after coming over for breakfast: he, too, had 
wanted to go to the ii emboati but been told there would not be room for him. 
Much to his quiet hurt, Don Martin had been substituted as advisor to the paye 
Don Jorge two or three years earlier. A younger man, Felix Menéndez, had taken 
his place. The change was made after Don Jorge's other advisor, a man who had 
been the paye's dear friend, companion, and was known as a payerai(« littl e » 
- as in Jess powerful - paye) himself, suddenly died. That man's son, Hip61ito 
Cayaguiri , had taken over his father's duties and at the sarne time Felix Menéndez 
- Hip61ito's conternporary in age - replaced Don Martin. Hip61ito and Feli x 
Menéndez are both part of a younger, better-off, more worldly generation than is 
Don Martin; in recent years, it is likely Don Jorge came to want more of the kind 
of support and advice these younger men couic! oftèr. 
l waited for hours, becoming more and more anxious. Perhaps li ke Don 
Martin and (as it t urned out) Doîia Cristina herself, l was to be left behind: 
unwanted, too unimportant to ride in Don Boni's late-model SUV. Don Doni's 
rcd Ford Explorer, tape deck playing Guarani drum and flute or regiona l cowboy 
clwcarera music, perpetuall y rides ovcrloaded. After becoming mired overnight 
in a muddy rut on the dirt road to the regional capital, Santa Cruz de la Sierra, 
placards were placed on the dashboard of each CABI vehicle stating that the 
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operator could not drive with more than ten people on board. The placarding is 
emblematic of how many people may Jay daim to « getting a ride» from CABI, 
and how inadequate CA BI 's resources are to the task of satisf ying ail su ch daims. 
Finally, close to Iwo in the afternoon, Hip61ito Cayaguiri came by on his 
motorcycle (of which he had use as part of his job as a field agent for an NGO 
forestry project). He explained that CABI had had an « internai » meeting, just 
for leaders, ail morning in Isoso's central village but that now the open 1/e111boati 
would be getting started upriver. We set off together at high speed, traveling the 
road that connects the twenty-three of Isoso's villages that are located on the west 
side of the river (four villages are on the east side). 
As we neared our destination we began passing groups of people on foot 
walking toward the meeting site. Once we arrived, to a large clearing next to the 
home of the village 111b11r11l'icl1a and under the spreading canopy of several tall 
locus! bean trees, I saw that tbere were about two hundred and fifty people in 
attendance with more arriving. This was a large 11e111boati by Isosefio standards. 
Most single village meetings are attended by a dozen to several dozen residents. 
Much to my relief, the 111b11mviclw guasu Don Boni greetcd me warmly and 
kept me at his sicle. The most important of lsoso's payereta, Don Miguel, nodded 
gravely when I caught his eye though he did not speak tome. Before the meeting 
began, assembled visiting dignitaries were served a meal of rice and beef stew. 
CABI had pmchased and butchered a cow for the event. We sat in groups of 
about a dozen; three or four seatings were necessary to serve ail the village leaders, 
advisors, and other important visitors. The non-dignitary attendees stood at a 
distance, chatting dming the meal. 
Finally, close to 3:30 or 4 p. m., the meeting began in earnest. 1 was surprised 
when Don Boni called me to sit on his immediate right; seated to my right was his 
son-in-Jaw Elio. Elia, in his mid-twenties, was at the time serving as lsoso's first 
deputy mayor (sub-alca/de) a position created by a 1994 administrative decen-
tralization of Bolivia's government meant (among other things) to empower 
traditional indigenous forms of governance. 
Elio also held a position with the national park as an « environmental 
educator ». This meant he - close kinsmen to the 111b11m1•icha guasu - drew t wo 
monthly cash salaries in a community in whieh most people draw none. Salaried 
and Jcaderly positions « cluster » in Isoso around ties of kinship and friendship 
(Combès 2005; Combès and Villar 2004; Lowrey 2006). Being Jeft out of these 
inner eireles of influence and largesse can be personally sad-making: as with Don 
Martin, the former advisor to the paye Don Jorge who was left behind that day. It 
can be individually disadvantageous: as with Do!la Cristina, the sister of the 
aceused who had every reason to expeet to have been included in the day's events 
but was also left behind. But at a community-wide scale, these concerns about 
legitimate inclusion and exclusion are the single greatest source of political 
conflict in Isoso. 
132 
Lowrey WITCITCRAFT AS l\fETA CULTURE IN THH BOLIVIAN CHACO 
There are, of course, many reasons why Don Boni may have chosen to sit me 
to his immediate right for the proccedings. Perhaps it was a kindness to a 
lost-looking giri11ga111i 6 beginning her fieldwork. Perhaps it struck him as an 
opportunity to curry favor with an outsider who might one day become a useful 
ally 7• However, 1 suspect his principal rationale for seating me al his side had to 
do with CA Bl's self-reftexive consciousness about representation, in the cornmu-
nity and out of it. l represented, in miniature, the community-external audience 
to which the CABI leadership itself is continually attuned. At the same time, at 
the meeting I was a displayable emblem of that larger audience to the rather 
smaller audience composed by community members. When the CABI leadership 
call s for solid arit y, they oft cn do so specifi call y in tenns of a solidarity 1•is-à-1•is 
the « outside world » that requires the setting aside of community-internal 
divisions. Because this was to be Don Boni's strategy at this meeting, it may have 
struck him as uscful to have a minor token of that outside world sitting both at his 
sicle in literai tenns and under his thumb in more figurative ones. By way of 
various ostentatious gestures during the meeting he playecl soli citous paternal 
patron to my rote as ftin chy, unsure, filial client. 
As people settled clown for the meeting, l was surprised by the amount of 
side-talk and joking (at lcast by the leaders), because l anticipatecl a tense 
atmosphere. The community members in attendance sat or stood (as is common 
in such meetings, many village residents brought along their own chairs) in 
loosely sex-segregated clumps, forming a large irregular circle that was several-
persons deep in most places. Ali ages of aclults were represented but no children 
were present. This was unusual, as children are otherwi se wont to woncler in and 
out of meetings at wi ll , crawlin g up on to the laps of their mothers, fathers, 
grandmothers or grandfathers for a bit of attention and then slicling off again 
when things become duit. 
The meeting opened with a brief speech by Don Boni, fo ll owed by one from 
Eli o's father(the111b11m1•ic/1aof Alto Isoso). The meeting secretary then rathcr per-
functorily read the minutes of a previous meeting dedicated to the same case, at 
which the young Bolivian doctor serving at the mini-hospital in Brecha had 
emphasized that the ill girl 's symptoms were likcly caused by a uterine tumor, not 
witchcraft (the doctor hacl since finishecl his term of service, and was not present). 
At this stage of my tirne in Isoso, most of the business of meetings like this was 
beyond me. My Guarani was equal only to slow, face-to-facc conversati ons wit h 
lots of reclundancy. Eliowhisperecl translations to meat pauses in the proceedings. 
Don Boni call ed out the name of each of Alto Isoso's vill ages in turn. In a 
couple of instances, no one responded. This caused murmurs of discomfiture, for 
reasons to which I wi ll return further on. For each vill age representecl, the village 
111b11m1•icha or his cleputy would speak fir st. They hacl ail been at the « internai 
meeting» in Brecha beforehand, and, one after another, gave essentiall y the sarne 
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speech: « 1 cannot say this or that person has done harm. I depend on the 
conununity, and on the Capitania, to come to a resolution. But I on my own 
cannot say who has done harm ». 
Because I attended very few multi-village meetings of this type during my 
fieldwork, I cannot say if this was a formula settled upon during the« internai» 
meeting or if conceding authority to the community and the Capitania is a 
conventional gambit at ail such multi-village meetings. l suspect the latter 8. ln 
the case of several villages, the 111b11rul'iclia was the only person who spoke up; for 
others, howcver, fellow attendees from that village would speak after him. Doi\a 
Cristina's sister, who was present (looking miserable), did not speak, nor did the 
ill girl (who was also there, looking similarly despondent). The ill girl 's father 
spokc briclly and angrily. Elio did not translate what he said. At one point, an 
elderly woman who was a relative of Don Boni's gave a rather long speech 
involving her arm that was interrupted several times with appreciative laughter. T 
asked about it later. A man from my village explained: 
She said, « you ail won't believe it now, but 1 was bcautiful when 1 was young! There was 
a man who wantcd me, but 1 didn't want him. He got very angry, and because he was a 
witch he knew how to injure me. He caused me to have a problem with my arm. But 1 
knew what to do, Ijust wcnt Io the payereta here in the community, they knew how to 
cure me, and they easily took care of my arm ». 
At the end of cach speaker's contribution, whatever its content, Don Boni 
responded enthusiastically: ikm•iyae! [« very good! »]. This kind of showy afiir-
mation is unusual. The normal reaction to others' speech in such meetings is 
respectful silence or (at most) emphatic nodding. 
One of the last community members to speak was Hip61ito Cayaguiri, who 
had brought me on his motorbikc. He sa id, 
Tt has been more than a ycar since my father [the former advisor to the paye Don Jorge] 
died. 1 also cannot say such and such a person has donc harm. 1 can only rcly on our 
payerela, our capitanes, their asesores, and the community to reach a decision - as 1 did 
when my own father died. 
Finally, Don Boni asked the paye Don Jorge to speak; he declined. Then he 
turned to the renowned shaman Don Miguel and asked him to speak. Don 
Miguel is Don Boni's kinsman, and lives in far Bajo Isoso, not in Alto. He said, 
Jorge, Eustaquio [a very old shaman who was not present; also from Bajo Isoso], and 1 
are organizcd Io serve the community, to defend it, in concert with the Capitania. We 
ask you please to come tous with your problcms. If you ask, we will undertake the care 
of this sick young woman. \Ve will see if hers is a case« for us » [ie, witchcraft] or « for 
the doctors ». But we cannot acccpt the word of a paid spiritualist from Santa Cruz; 
those people may deceive in exchange for money. \Ve payereta serve ail Isosciio, we 
clon' t ask if thcy can pay. If we ourselves have not been asked to investigate, we cannot 
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accepl the word that has been paid for of a sp irituali st who says that such and such a 
pcrson has done harm. 
Don Miguel spoke confidently, but softl y, wi th his hands on his belt and 
frequently direct ing his gaze to the ground. Although he was a wit and excell ent 
storytell er (as T came to lcarn when I went to li ve at his household scveral months 
aft er this meeting), he always spoke in such a manner that one had to be attentive, 
and lean in, to hcar him. T his is not the common manner of public speaking for 
other aclult men. Whether skilled orators or not, when men stand to speak they 
ta ke up a fi rm stance with their legs sli ghtly apart, speak loudly, and turn at the 
waist if necessary in order to be able to adclress the entire audience. They a lso may 
bark out jokcs or commenta ry cluring ii e111boati white rcmaining scated. If Don 
Jorge or Don Miguel come to meetings in their home vill ages (they usuall y do 
no t) , they a rc rcscrved and speak softl y to their nearcst companions, if at ail . 
Payereta do not usuall y speak publicly unless specially importuned, as in this 
instance, to do so. 
Don Mi guel's d iscourse cffccti vcly closecl the meeting. T here were a few more 
remarks by Don Boni but as far as 1 could tell , no decision had been reached . 
Everyone present was invited to sign the acta (minutes) of the meeting. Less tha n 
one huncl red (that is, no more than one-third) of the people in attendance fi led by 
to do so. Afterwarcl, a group of men including Don Boni and othcr leaders went 
to sit sli ghtly apart from the meeting area. Don Boni invited me to join them. No 
one discussed the meeting that had just taken place. Conversation turnecl imme-
diately to joking and other topics. However, Feli x Menéndez, the paye D on 
Jorge's aclvisor, came over and asked me what T'd thought. J said that although 1 
had not understood everything, I was impressed by the calmness of the procce-
dings and the fact that everyone had had the opportunity to air their opinions. 
Feli x Menéndez then saki, « Yes, but it was not a success. At least tcn to twelve 
people from each community should speak if a resolution is to be reached. T here 
was not enough parti cipation ». I asked why people had no t spoken up. C learl y 
vastly more people had been in attendancc than had volunteered their thoughts, 
and the majorit y of speakers had been CABl-associated in one respect or 
another. Felix shrugged but did not answer. T he meeting had indeed been oddly 
brief, g ivcn ail the build-up. l t was not yet dark when H ip61ito and 1 returned on 
his motorcycle to our vill age. 
ｄ ｅｎ ｏ ｕｅｾｉｅｎｔ＠
When Hip61ito dropped me off at my bo use, he uncharacteristi call y lingered 
to chat. He ended up staying fo r more than two hours, tcllin g me the story of his 
father's, his wife's, and his own victimi zation by witches. Hip61ito is a pilla r of 
vill age life. He gels a long famously wi th the CA BI leadership, and had at this time 
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also been employcd for years by a development NGO running agroforestry 
projects in Isoso. He owns pigs and goals that hc perioclicall y sell s to truck-
traders that drive through Isoso cluring the dry season. His fi elds a re the much-
commented upon marvel of his village: large, beautifully maintained, full o f 
cultivars exotic to lsoso li kc tomatoes and peppers, and yiclding an impressivc 
annual ha rvest. H is children are ma ny (ten, at hat time ranging in age from 2 to 
20), his marriage is happy, and he makes his one son-in-law work as hard as he 
himself does in his fi elds. He is certain to eventually have more such labourers: 
cight of his children are daughtcrs 9. 
The banc of Hip61ito's existence is his widowed father-in-law, Martin, whom 
Hip6Jito says « just eats ». Once D on Martin had me snap a photo of him, 
standing in H ip6Jito's fi elds, holding a hoc. M artin said, « when my grandchil-
drcn sec it , they'JJ say, 'oh, look at our poor grandfathcr work ing so hard' ». 
Hip61ito go t hold o f it as well, and shoutcd with laughter behind his father-in-
law's back:« look at him pretencling to wo rk! He made you take this photo, didn' t 
he! ». Until that day, 1 hadn't known Hip61ito's own father had <li ed just the 
previous year. 1 wondercd if for that reason Don Martin's hold on life grated on 
him ail the more. T hal evening, Hip61ito told me his father had bcn harcl-
working and vigoro us until the clay he clied. As much as Hip61ito asked him to 
slow clown he woulcln' t, sneaking out with his young granclson to fi sh and to work 
in the fields. The morning that he died, he'd bcen out picking limes and was 
walking back to the village whcn he suddenly collapsed. Whcn Hip61ito was 
notified and went to help carry back the body, hc saw that: « M y father had fa li en 
so forcefully that he had earth in his mou th. I was enraged , l knew then that it had 
been a witch. 1 wantecl to fine! and kill the witch immediately ». 
Hip61ito went to Do n Jorge, to whom his father had been both advisor and 
close fri end, and asked him, « Is therc somcthing? » [i e, was it witchcraft?]. At 
fir st, Jorge did no t want to answer but he la ter confirmccl to Hip61ito , « There was 
something ». Hip6lito was beside himself. H e begged Jorge to rcvcal the witch's 
identity and berated him when he refused. Hadn' t his father been his fri end? 
Didn' t he miss his presence? Who was going to talk to him and kccp him company 
now? How couic! hc not want revenge? Hip61ito summecl up: « Jorge told me, 
' have patience.' But l was not in agreement ». 
Both beforc and aft er his father's dcath, Hip61ito himself a lso had drcams 
that a re diagnostic o f witch-attack: being chased by a jagua r, o r a bull , o r a 
huma n fi gure whose face is obscured bccause a jaguar or bull's head is in its place. 
This is the witch, attacking but keeping his/her truc idcntity secret (although 
sometimcs people say they do manage to descry the witch's face in thcir dreams). 
Hip61ito did not bccomc ill , however: « it nevcr fail ed , in the dream, that as the 
[attacking fi gure] came doser, I would fine! a knife or gun in my hand, or someone 
would hand me a knifc or gun, and so at the last minute 1 cou Id save myself fro m 
harm ». 
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Aft cr a white, the frustrated witch himself had the nerve to drop by Hip61ito's 
house and ask, feigning neighborly interest, « How a re you? Have you been ill? 
Has your wife been ill? » Hip6lit o answered, « We are well. Dios es gm11de (God is 
great), he watches over us ». Hip61ito is not an evangelical Christia n, and T was 
surprised to hear this invocation of the Christian God's power ovcr witches from 
him. He went on to invokc the phrase again at the end of his story: 
So, then, after my father died and 1 was so an gr y, J did not want to have patience as Jorge 
adviscd. Ilut , God is great. Thal witch eventuall y became very ill and swelled up and 
died alone. He had kill ed many people! Jt was the one you heard about who died over 
Christmas: he was the one who was attacking me, who kill ed my father, who kill ed that 
young woma n last October. Don Jorge was ri ght, you have to have patience, God is 
great. T hat's why 1 spoke today at the iie111boati in Kopere, to ex plain to people that t hey 
should have patience a nd accept the counsel of the payereta. 
Clcarl y, people refer problcms with witchcraft to a variety of authoriti es and 
regimes of morality and knowledge. These include different (often ri val) local 
payereta; medical doctors; cit y espiriti stas; and sometimcs the Christi an God. 
T he patient may otherwise be qui te skeptical or at least ambivalent about some or 
all of these. Given that in Tsoso accusations of witchcraft a re common but qui te 
unpredictablc, and attacks by wi tches common but quite unpreventablc, a specu-
lation put forth by Jeanne Favret-Saada (1980, p. 186) in reference Io witchcraft 
and « unwitching » (in l 970s rural France) seems relevant here: 
I have never heard a bewitched person complain to a n unwitcher of having been 
aecused of being a witch; indeed, none of the many stories 1 was told contains this 
situation which, however, canno t be a rare one, since every time someone considers 
himself bewitched, he has to name a witch: so there a re as ma ny witches as there are 
bewitched. The problem, then, is Io know how tit is large number of accused people deal 
wi th this imputation, since they at lcast know they are innocent. 
Now, in Tsoso there are not exactly as many « witches » as« bewitched »,si nec 
many accusations can accumulate against a single persan. But it is also the case 
that different people a lso have idiosyncratic, highly personal opinions about 
witches, so that many people a re suspected by at least one other persan. Bewit-
chment is a proof of innocence: witches do not attack one another. At the same 
lime, a persan who says s/he is bewitched is not necessarily beli eved by everyone. 
At this point, one begins to see that sets of accusations and counter-accusatio ns, 
protestations and judgments, are in constant circulation , which in everyday 
practice (tri als-by-ilemboati being rare) a re evaluated with respect to a manifold 
array of standards (and loyalti es). 
Hip61ito laughed as he took his leave: 
I have told you so much, now you are going to be fri ghtcncd , thinking here you are by 
yoursclf in Isoso and it is full of witches! N ow you are not going to be able Io sleep alone 
in that house, you should have one of my older daughters come and share it with you. 
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Hip61ito knew, becausc hc works with APCOB, that Bolivians from the city 
and foreigners tend to consider witch stories « scary »(if also somcwhat implau-
sible). Howevcr, over lime in Isoso I found that Isosefio do not consider witch-
craft frightening so much as they do angry-making (in this as in many other 
respects, witchcraft in Isoso resembles witchcraft as documented by Edward 
Evans-Pritchard among the Azande [1937]). What right does a witch have to 
cause harm to anyone, just so he or she can live « happily? » More specifically, 
what right does a witch have to react to my happiness, good fortune, romantic 
preferences and conquests, or natural gifts, with malicious envy? 
This relates, althougb not in a particularly illuminating way, to the sociology 
of witchcraft. Some anthropologists (Hirsch and Zarzycki 1994; Riester 1986) 
have explained witchcraft in lsoso as a mechanism for social leveling. If people 
believe others' envy will cause thcm misfortune, they may try a bit harder to share 
or be cooperative so as to avoid witch attack. Based on my field research, this 
strikes me as un persuasive on two grounds. First, no one ever spoke tome about 
preventive measures relating to witchcraft. People would say «if you have a litt le 
something, lots of people will want you to share, and if you don't, they might get 
angry and if they are witches try to harm you. »But this line of reasoning never 
ended « therefore l try to share, thereby avoiding attack ». Rather, the reasoning 
seemed to be that nothing ever satisfies a witch. 
Second, just as there was not an overarching pattern (that I cou Id discern) to 
accusation, there was nota pattern to victimization. I never met a person in Isoso 
who considered his or her position so pitifully unenviable as to render him/her 
immune from attack. Instead, people's stories of witchcraft persecution were very 
regularly prefaced with ostentatious declarations of becoming modesty about 
their considerable fortune and charms: « I don't understand why a witch would 
attack me, perhaps just because I have a few animais» « perhaps just because 
I have such productive fields» « perhaps just because I worked so hard and 
earned so well at the zafra » « perhaps just because I chose to marry person x, 
breaking the heart of person y » etc. This, 1 think, helps to explain the 
co-existence of general and particular causal explanations for witchcraft: the 
witch who is attacking me is a specific person who envies or wishes me ill in a 
specific way. Witches in general, though, may also attack others (who don' t 
necessarily merit envy or malice in my view) because that is what witches do. As 
a good community member, I support getting rid of witches either way: unless 
someone I know not to be a witch is accused, in which case I will publicly argue 
that in this instance a malicious or misguided false accusation has been made. 
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WHY WlTCHCllAIT? 
The question therefore rcmains: why witchcraft? If we anthropologists belie-
vcd witchcraft acted in exactly the way our informants tell us it does, this question 
would not pose such a knotty problem for the discipline. However, « translating » 
it into terms of malice, envy, or interpersonal conflict assumes we do know 
exactly in what these latter domains consist and take fonn. That these categories 
also are subjects of anthropological investigation is part of what makes witch-
craft a topic of perennial interest to the discipline. After ail , if we are puzzled by 
witchcraft, we are at a total loss when confronted with the problem of how to 
clearly distinguish « etic »and « emic » deflnitions of basic categories of human 
motivation Iike malice, envy, and desirc. This is, it bears emphasizing, a virtue of 
the anthropological approach. Those disciplines, Iike economics or evolutionary 
psychology, that most vociferously assure their audiences and themselves of the 
rigor of thcir assumptions in these respects arc also least able to discern, Jet atone 
account for, cross-cultural variation in motive and aspiration. lt is exactl y those 
variable specifics, several of which I delincate below, that best account for the 
failure of CABT's meta-cultural address of the problem of witchcraft at the 
/ie111boati described herc. 
The occult made ostentatious 
In Isoso, a witch is an mbaekuaa, a « knower ». Many anthropologists have 
remarked multiple parallcls between lowland South American and Melanesian 
indigenous practices and philosophies. Don Kulick (1992, p. 285) notes that 
« practices of knowledge tlu·oughout Melanesia tend to pivot a round an oscilla-
tion between concealment and revelation ».This is no less true in Isoso, but here, 
practiccs of knowlcdge participate in a more general dynamic of 
concealment/revelation: one that is operative across many domains of social life 
(witchcraft among them). 
In fact, considering very diverse exemplars of ordinary and cxtraordinary 
practice in Isoso, I began to notice a rccurrent motif: that of shadowy transac-
tions, made showy. l will enumerate examples bclow. The point to be made here at 
the outset is that witchcraft inverts this pattern: it inhcrcs in secrets not displayed; 
in riches not made visible; in gifts unshared and in occult debts serviced at the cost 
of the community. Shamans (the positive counterpart to witches) and good (as 
opposed to bad) leaders engage in shadowy transactions, but ultimately make 
them showy. Wh ile they do, necessarily, undertakc occult dealings - out of sight, 
knowledge, and unclcrstancling of regula r people - they later make the outcomes 
ostentatious. 
Perhaps more importantly, like leaders, shamans arc well-known public figu-
res. There are no secret shamans in Isoso, though there are very defmitely diftèring 
139 
JOURNAL DE LA SOCIÉTÉ DES AMÉRICANISTES Vol. 93-2, 2007 
opinions among Isosefio people about various shamans' competence and good-
will. Shamans - whether they receive their powers directly from the kaa iya rein 
(masters of the forest) or by hereditary transmission - must be « titlcd » (the 
Spanish tenn titulndo is used) to practice, in public ceremonies that both commu-
nity membcrs and community leaders attend (a good description of one such 
ceremony may be found in Hirsch 1991). Witches, by contrast, obtain their 
powers in secret and do their best to carry out their nefarious activities undetected 
(for more on the origins of shamans' and witches' powers, see Lowrey 2003 and 
2006). flemboati about witchcraft are attempts to end private machinations by 
bringing them to public light. 
Something similar has been happening with leadership in contemporary 
Isoso. A major source of community complaint about CABI leaders is that 
people suspect thcy are failing to carry out the« revelation »part of this iterative 
formula of lsosefio social life. Like shamans who visit otherworldly locales, CABI 
leaders are expected to visit distant and mysterious, albeit this-worldly, locales 
(government buildings, urban oflices, evcn foreign countries) in the course of 
their work. Isosefio take pride in the fact that their leaders do this so oftcn and so 
well. But increasingly (and sometimcs rightly), Isoseilo people are concerned that 
their leaders are not making the results of their effectively invisible dealings 
manifest. The public outcomes - distribution of largesse, job creation, bringing 
of ncw partners (development NGOs, political party leaders, government offi-
ciais) into Isoso - secm to many Isoseilo people to be out of proportion to the 
secret goings-on. To keep the results of one's transactions as hidden as the 
transactions themselves is to behave, more or Jess, like a witch (sec also Lowrey 
2006). 
Jporn: Display in e1·eryday life 
lpora in Guarani means both beautiful or pretty, and adorned/adornment 10 • 
The literature on lowland South American societies is replete with examples of 
the importance of bodily decoration and adornment to conceptions of beauty, 
completeness, and full humanity in the region. In Isoso, traditional modes of 
bodily adornment are remembered, but no longer practiced: old people recall , 
from their childhoods, old men who wore the tembeta (labret), a few very old 
women have füed teeth, and even people in their early thirties vividly describe the 
costumes and masks that used to be worn by dancers during the arete g11as11 
(harvest festival - literally « great celebration » - no longer practiced in Isoso, 
although it is still observcd in related communities in Argentina and Paraguay). 
Ali of these bodily markings make visually manifest the expressive and 
relational capacities of their bearers 11 • Into the early twentieth century, adult 
men - ail of whom were potential public orators - wore Jabrets that varied in size 
and beauty in correspondence with their capacities as speakers: and, by implica-
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tion, as social actors (see also Seeger 1975). Today, the markers are different but 
still present. 
Every adult man carries a 11oko (see Figure 2) slung from his shoulder or 
across his chest. This is colorful hand-loomed wool or cotton bag, woven by a 
close female relative (mothcr or sister for young men; wifc for older ones). The 
designs are idiosyncratic, combining traditional motifs in innovative ways: 
women receive design inspirations in their dreams. The yarn with which these are 
woven is almost always a purchased commodity. Neon-colored yams are cur-
rently very popular. The best bags have multiple full round tasscls at the corners 
and hanging from the cover-flap, which may itself be emblazoned with the 
owner's name woven into the design (further emphasizing the 11oko's personali-
zation). Dependcnt old widowers (like Don Martin) make do with tattercd old 
1·ok0s made long ago by thcir deceased wives, or may even be reduced (in a 
poignant icon) to substituting half of a plain wovcn saddle bag, knotted whcre it 
tore loose from its mate. In Peircian terms, a man's voko is an indexical icon 
(Peirce 1955): ils idiosyncratic design figures him, the skill and care with which il 
is woven speaks of the relationships that surround and support him, and the cost 
of the yarn used suggests omething about his wealth. lts everyday use offcrs both 
a public and a famili ar clisplay. 
Nowadays some women too cany vokos. Those who do so are eithcr young 
women from privileged families who attend one of the boarding high-schools 
locatcd in two lsoseiio villages, or adult women who have been appointed to 
salaried posit ions with CADI or an NGO. In part, this is a manifestation of ethnie 
pride in contexts of dealing with outsiders. However, it is also a claiming by 
women of the badges of public status more commonly deployed by men. 
On outings, young to middle-aged men sport, along wi th their 1•okos and 
depending on their ability to earn cash income, some (or ail) items from the 
following li st: neatly presscd jeans; immaculate button-down sports shirts (their 
spotlessness is no small achievment in the alternately muddy and dusty Chaco); 
satiny soccer shorts; knock-offNikes; crisp baseball caps; wristwatches and - for 
thosc who have tnily arrived - gold teeth. As they approach marriageable age, 
young women decorate their long loose haïr wi th as many barrettes as possible 
(up to a dozen is not unusual) and gauzy bows; they wear high-heeled plastic 
sandals (in place of the more usual flip-flops) and add perhaps a single necklace. 
Married women, by contras!, almost always have their haïr up in a loose bun but 
add a few more bead necklaces. Old women and widows - unless they are very 
poor - wear multiple bead nccklaces in layers but cover thcir hair with white 
kerchicfs. 
Life stages, then, arc visibly marked in ways diffc rcnt !han, but reminiscent of, 
th ose described by Terence Turner ( 1980) for the Kayap6 in his keenly observed 
essay, «The social skin ».Note, however, that ail of these contemporary Jsosefio 
adornments are commodities that require (and signal one's acccss to) cash 
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FIG. 2 - Vokôs (Photo Courtes y Weber). 
incomc. If the« display » part of the fo rmula I am proposing is easil y trackable 
by naïve observation, what of discerning its « hidden » counterpart in everyday 
life? 
Isoseüo peoplc's means of earning money do not involvc locall y-visiblc work 
or transactions. Tha l does not make them « occult », exactly, but there are graded 
levcls of transparcncy. T here a rc some jobs available to both men and women on 
ranches and plantations surrounding Isoso, which require them to li ve near - but 
outside - their home vill ages. Li mited seasona l work is avail able ha rvesting 
cotton on Mennonite farms near I soso as wcll. The major source of cash income 
for most fa mi li es, however, is annua l migration to the z({/i '(/ or sugar-cane harvest 
on plantations to the north of thecil y of Santa Cruz de la Sierra. Young to middle 
aged men, often along with their famili es, spend several months each ycar outside 
Isosos, at ｵｾｦ ｲ｡＠ labor camps. Speculation runs high about how well olhers may 
have earned at the zafra. However, everyone knows in what the work consists and 
can at least guess, based on observing othcrs' industriousness in the fi elds and the 
goods they a re able to buy each season, how much their fell ow-laborers might 
have earned . 
T his is fa r less true of the new acti viti es in which lsose11o involved in the pa rk, 
or who work at CABI's Santa Cruz onïces, carry out. Some of those people spend 
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almost the entire year in the city rather than in Isoso, and only their immediate 
famili es know cxactly what their salaries are. Their work shades over to the kincl 
of completely opaque transactions in which shamans and, certainly, witches have 
clealings. The shadowy is made ostentatious up to a point: people with salaries are 
capable of (and carry out) more display. But a continuai current of speculation is 
that these people in fact have more than they arc showing. 
The persona/ and the collectil•e 
The elaboration of persona!, boclily decoration contrasts markedly to the 
plainness of living space in Isoso. The utter lack of attention to the decoration of 
public space and living space is striking in itself, but ail the more so bccause it so 
diverges from the importance placed on persona( aclornment. Homes are hapha-
zardly maintained (with some, but rare, exceptions) and essentiall y without 
ornamentation (a part from the odd battery-powered clock or promotional calen-
dar hanging on an inside wall). There a rc no built public spaccs in Isoso (aside 
from those constructed with NGO or state funds, like schools). 
Public events also show this unelaborated character. In the arete g11as11, 
masking, costuming, and body painting of persons define the event. There a re no 
constructed displays, nor structures made for the occasion and then takcn clown, 
nor other physical transformation of public space. Within the constraints of a 
generic repertoirc, men carvc their own masks accorcling to their inclinations and 
women paint their faces according to theirs (Bosser! and Vill ar 2004). 
The pre-eminent public events in present-day Isoseilo life are public meetings. 
JVemboati are held in the vi ll age clearing uncler tall shade trees, which are scarce 
(most vegetation is low, evcn stunted) and apprcciated in the hot, dry, Chaco 12. 
Attendecs bring their own chairs, and are free to arrive and leave whenever they 
wish. A small child might wander in to slump against a favorite relation for a 
while; sometimes the more waggishly friendly of vi ll age dogs attempt to li e clown 
in the center of the rough circle of scats unless and until someone decides they 
ought to be banished. Once one has a bit of familiarity witll the meandering 
layout of Tsoseîio villages, one may be able to guess the village« meeting space », 
but nothing definitive marks it. lt tends Io be in the shade of the canopy of one or 
more tall trees, which may or may not be in the centcr of the village clearing and 
that rarely correspond to proximity to the homes of prominent village figures. An 
occasional giveaway is a long strip of metal hanging from the lower branches of 
a trce, which is clanged to announcc gatherings. 
The 1/emboati is an institution long attested to in the historical literature on 
Guarani-spcaking roups (going back to the sixteenth ceutury) 13. What people 
do at ïiemboati is glossed in Spanish as nil'e/ar la palabra - « to level the word » 
(Alb6 1990; Hirsch and Alberico 1996). This suggests a smoothing-out mccha-
nism that is not, 1 think, entirely accurate. The Guarani verb is o(ye)mboyol'ake: 
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« to make reciprocally to face», which does not necessarily imply confrontation, 
but that also does not presuppose an integrative function. Flemboati are prime 
moments - and some of the only moments - of collective revelation in Isoso. 
Thus the iiemboati is a meaningful institution of long standing, but with very lit t le 
in the way of material infrastructure to constitute it. The meeting area is kept 
clear by community labor, but is not visibly engineered to display human artifice. 
There is no delineation of a markedly geometric circle or plaza as in some other 
Iowland South American societies. Bodies are the sites of elaborate display. 
Public spaces are, by contras!, effectively naked. 
The great exception - that in a sense proves the rule - is cemeteries. These are 
cleared, maintained, and decorated (especiall y on the Day o f the Dead, Novem-
ber 2nd, a Latin American tradition now observed also in Isoso). However, 
although the decorating results in a visually striking collective space, it is the 
aggregate product of <liftèrent families continuing to watch over, and adorn, the 
interred bodies of their relatives - at least for a time. Most graves are neglected 
after a few years (except on the adopted holiday of November 2nd). The excep-
tions are the sepulchers of dead leaders: another adopted tradition is that of 
building above-ground plaster tombs, topped with Christian statuary (crosses, 
angels) over the graves of important leaders. These men were the foci of extraor-
dina ry attention and possessors of unusual persona! charisma during their li ves. 
Thus, bodies and their capacities (or conunemoration of those bodies and their 
capaciti es) are the focus of aesthetic attention while the spaces in and through 
which living lsoseii.o people engage by and large are not. 
The same pattern is seen at the other end of the life cycle. Most marriages are 
made public by pregnancy and the arrivai of ehildren. An intimate relationship is 
communally ratified not in a collective rite but by a persona( transformation 
becoming obvious. Again, persona( statuses and capacities are validated and 
acknowledged as the visible end to « invisible» chains of processes, events, or 
predilections. This extrusion, or manifestation, is an important aspect of « posi-
ti ve value creation » (Munn 1986) in Isoso. 
These patterns work into the rising number of adherents to evangelical 
Christianity in l soso. Hirsch (1991) gives a fi gure of 70 % in certain villages; in my 
experience this many people certainly attend C11/to - evangelical church services -
from time to time though not ail su ch attendees elf-id entif y as creyente (« belie-
vers »). Interestingly, these believers are cha nging local relationships to public 
space. In most communities, the largest public building may well be the evange-
lical church(es) (some communities host Iwo sects). Clrnrches are built using the 
labor and monetary contribution of their congregations. The trend has been 
toward ever more enormous hangar-like structures in which variegated attention-
getting decorations are displayed: balloons, tinsel, wall docks, and satin banners 
brought from the city. Young creyente couples who aspire Io form new families 
are aclmonished to avoid clandestine encounters in favor of the public ritua l of 
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church marriage. If, « t raditionall y », positi ve value creation in l soso was a kind 
of extrusion, of shadowy transactions made showy, occult dcalings made osten-
tatious, and attached to pcrsons, there is a trend now toward thoroughgoing 
transparency made manif"cst in public life and allached to coll ecti ve structures: 
one that, fo r good or ill , is no respecter of pcrsons. T his shi ft has implications for 
l soso's « class dynamics » 14• Evangeli cal Christianil y in Isoso con tains within it 
an oblique critique of the Capitania. Most o f the CABl leadership (although this 
is changing) a rc okau)'{/ereta - « drinkers » (mcaning traditi onalists) rather than 
evangelical Christian teeto talcrs -and membcrs of a semi-hereditary closely-k nit 
elit e. 
ln this regard, Isoso does not foll ow the pattern described for many Amazo-
nian indigenous communities in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, where a traditional 
leadership is typicall y (if tcmporarily ) supplanted by Spanish- or Portugucse-
speaking «culture brokers » thal arise among savvy and/or opportunisti c 
youngsters in nati ve communit ies (Brown 1993). Ethnography from much of 
the Amazon (with the signifi cant exception of that on Arawakan groups - and I 
and others have argued elsewhere that Isoscil o society is al least as much an 
Arawakan society as il is a Guarani one: Combès and L owrey 2006; Combès 
2005; Combès and Villar 2004; Lowrey 2003) emphasizcs a default egalit arian 
status-quo in Amazonian nati ve conummities that may be thrown off-k ilt er 
by new dealings. lsoso, by contras!, is a stratifi ed society (albeit on a modest 
scale). This is nol an outcome of recent events, but an ethnographie fact of 
long import in the community. Wh ile young men play important roles in cngaging 
outside o rganizations, government agencies, and opportunities, middle-agcd 
and older men do too. What is important is that they a re almosl ail kin of 
some sort (fri ends sometimes make it into the charmed circle). A ge is nol a 
pre-cmü1ent stalus marker in this conllllunit y either; nor, to an extenl too much 
discountcd in other ana lyses of l soso, is gcnder. l soseilo makc their distinctions 
by other means. 
A lthough envy and ill-f eeling over pcople's very diffcrcnt abiliti es to outfit 
themselves with attracti ve goods is widespread in I soso, no-one for that reason 
gives up such d isplay. A ft er ail , hierarchies are a part of li fc here. D isplay is not 
subject to censme; instead, hiding one's wealth (or knowledge and powers, in the 
case of witches) is. Criti cism invariably takes the fonn that so-and-so has more 
tha n s/he lets on. The co roll a ry to this is that inequalit y is very visible in Tsoso. 
T hcre is evidently nothing censurable, in itself, about a young man wearing Aashy 
clothes in a vill age where some old people are dressed in !all ers. In fact, Tsoseùo 
people a re arti culately ambivalent about the virtues of sharing. Whcn they laud it 
as a good thing, it is mostl y in laments about how there « used to be» more of it. 
But l soseifo ex pend rather more energy worrying about the dangers of being too 
open-handed, generous, and easil y taken advantage of 15. Refusing to share is 
understandable. People agree that such refusais are sometimes necessary. What 
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people reall y fixate on is what others might have (whether or not they share it) 
- but arc not revealing 16• 
The ncgation of this, then, is thoroughgoing maintenance of secrecy/ 
hiddenncss: occult processes, transactions, and predilections which are 11e1•er 
evidenced nor intended for display by l sosello persons to the I sosefi.o public. This 
is precisely what is troubling about witchcraft: and what has lately been troubling 
about CABT. People in Isoso are very concerned that some CABI leaders are 
getting goods, and engaging in relationships, transactions, and processes that 
they are not ultimatcly « showing », that is, making manifest to evcryone. 
CONCLUSION 
CAI3l 's approach to the meeting was keyed to the fact that it does seem to be 
the case that witchcraft discourse relates somehow to community tensions. But 
- and this CABT seemed to miss - it is also isomorphic to them. Just as witchcraft 
has to do with underhanded ealings kept secret, so those are exactly the concerns 
people have about CABI. CABI leaders, in the circumstances of the « witch 
meeting», confronted only the fir st aspect head-on: strucluring a public meeting 
that emphasized the importance of submission to approved community autho-
rit y structures, to tradition, and to the rejcction of « outside » suggestions. 
Leaders and CABI supporters re-iterated the key points: the community, the 
Capitania, and homegrown tradition (in the fonn of the CABI-affiliated paye-
reta) were to be embraced; resolution would surely follow. 
February 1999 was an opportune moment for CAill to convene a îie111boati 
about a« traditional » problem. The CABT leadership scizcd the day and turned 
it into an occasion of unity, benevolence (the meal) , and enactment of its own 
« timeless presence » in lsoso (Isosefio slrongly critici zc the leadership for being 
absentee, for not kceping abreast of communily-internal issues, and for spcnding 
vastl y more lime in Santa Cruz than in the community). Many people may have 
attended becausc cvcryone likes a good lhrashing-out of witchcraft histories and 
accountabilities: the long witch-persecution histories I was told, before and after 
the meeting and across my titne in l soso, attest to that. But such a thrashing-out 
was not what people got at this meeting. In eftèct, CAI31 attempted to shift the 
discussion: al a meeting about witchcraft, they discussecl community soliclarit y. 
Rather than CA BI controlling the «direction of analysis » with this move, 
however, the post-hoc response of comnrnnity members was to discuss CAill 's 
failings on this front, as well. 
Nancy Munn (1973, p. 581) has notecl: 
ln any given (symboli c media-moclcratcd] transaction, this social relationship [the one 
govcrning the transaction] is in effect transacted as part of the« message» condensed 
within the symbols ... this social message is co-implied by the symbol vehicles, since in 
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any particular instance the relevant relationship is demonstrated by the transaction 
it self. 
A t this meeting, thcre was both a message (about witchcraft, rumors, and 
insidi ous threats to persona) and social integrit y) and a meta-message (about 
CAB!, trust, and community solidarity). Conununity members were put off by 
this attempt at translation/transference: but not bccause they misunderstood it. 
They got the (rneta) message. The point is that they felt just as connicted about it 
as they do about witchcraft , for reasons located not in metaculture but in culture. 
CABT leaders essentiall y presented the followin g deal: if you are concerned 
with witches, stand with us. Attendees' non-responsc, 1 would suggest, undcrlines 
that witch-accusation is a problematic of its own as well as being a manifestation 
of mali ce, envy, and distrnst, to which CABT cannot stand in a clear relation of 
adjudication because the fonn of witchcraft is akin to the content of misgivings 
I soseii o now have about CABI itself. At the timc of this writi ng (2006), several 
rounds of schisms have taken place in Isoso and the Mburuvic/w G uasu, Don 
Boni, is currently - but probably not permancntly - « deposed » (sec Combès 
2005 for more on the long history of these dynamics). With respect to the 
denouement of this specifi c case, the girl and D oila Cristina's sistcr wcre almost 
entircly eclipsed in CA BT's fr aming of the meeting as really about acceptance of 
conventional structures of knowledge and authority. As of 2004, Don Jorge and 
Don Miguel reported to me that the ill girl never sought treatment from thcm. 
Doila Cristina's sister was still li ving in Tsoso as of my last visit (2005) to the fiel d. 
White Evans-Pritchard famously accounted for witchcraft in tenns of its 
«end» 17, recent analyses of witchcraft have nearl y exclusively sought to 
demonstrate not that it performs a fonction but that it codes for and is coded by 
other social problems: almost always, the ill s of modernity and/or capitalism 
(exempla ry accounts inclucle Comaroff and Comaroff 1993, 1999, 2000; Ges-
chierc 1997; Taussig 1980). In part, this difference reflccts historical shifts in the 
d iscipl ine: from an era in which analyses were judged, if not according to the 
li ghts of functionalism proper, al Ieast according to thcir fulfillm ent of function-
oriented and more scientisti c criteria, to one in which they arc cvaluated accor-
cl ing to cri teria of semiotic sat isfaction. This is not to discount Evans-Pritchard's 
own kccn scnse of structural elcgancc. Empirical evidence as muchas disciplinary 
trends determines that an encls-oriented account of witchcraft fit s the Azancle 
case but does not suit the Isoscilo one. Ilut recent « formai » explanations of 
witchcraft have hardly supplanted Evans-Pritchard's old-fashioncd « functio-
na l »one, which still wins the popula r vote in introductory anthropology classes. 
The problem is that meta-ana lyses do not contain within themsclvcs a natural 
terminus of explanation. Anthropology's metacultural analysis, o r CA BI 's, can-
not trump culture. lt can only engage it , perennially and to relcntlcss criti cism. * 
• Manuscrit reçu en déccmbr.: 2006, accepté pour publication en j uin 2007. 
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NOTES 
1. Until recently, this was usuall y rcndcred as « lzoceiio » and Isoso as « lzozog ». ln older 
lit erai ure, Isose1io are known variously as« lapii », « Chané of the Parapcti River », or included undcr 
the umbrella term « Chiriguano ». The tenn and spellin g uscd hcrc rcfl ect contemporary self-
appell ation. 
2. 1 use pseudonyms crratically in this text. Somc people in lsoso arc «public fi gures»: CARI 
leaders, powerful payereta. lt would be sill y to use pseudonyms for these people, who arc wcll known to 
anyone who has any fo miliarity with lsoso. Fo r this rcason, l only use pseudonyms for thosc people who 
would not otherwise be readil y identifi able. 
3. In refcrcncc to lsoso, Diego Vill ar (2006, p. 166) makcs the point that « thcsc samc punishmcnts 
meted oui against witchcs cvidcncc a sense o f territ orial unit y» and contrasts the edicts of banishment 
used in lsoso to the sit uation in the rclated community o f Guarani-speakers in which he \\'Orks in 
Argenlina, whcrc collective ethnie identit y is nol so closcly lied to a parti cular, delimited ter ri tory. 
4. This is ceremony which 1 have ncvcr wit nessed, but only been told about, when shamans come 
togcthcr and smoke hand-roll ed cigars made of tobacco leaves wrapped in corn husks. They can <<sec 
far » when they do this and dccidc as a group who might be bewit ching a person, holding back ra in , or 
causing crop pestilence, and the like. l' vc ncvcr scen a good treatment of why the namc of this ceremony 
has the fonn « mbo » + « Spanish word [cigarrolsi11g11mJ »; this formai is consistenll y how Spanish 
words are incorporatcd into the Guarani lcxicon. At the very leasl, il suggcsts (as is the case in many 
othcr contcxts in South America) that contcmporary forms of shamanism arc ladcn with « invented 
traditi ons» (leaving asidc the pcjorative dimensions of thal term and lit erature). 
5. This diflè rs signifi cantly from illness caused by the iyareta, the spirit-masters of the fores! (which 
Don Jorge trcats). Here, either willi ngly (e.g., ovcrhunti ng; wasting par t of a catch) or unwill ingly (e.g., 
staying out fi shing too long and lcaving one's child ren's souls vulnernble to snatehing by the mbaebrtjo, 
river spirit), the victim has certainly trnnsgrcsscd norms o f proper conducl ris-à-ris the iyarela, inviting 
ill ness. 
6. << Li ll le gringa ». The extra syll ablc is a Guaranizati on of the Spanish « gringa »; « mi J> is a 
diminutive. 
7. 1 should make clear that CA Ill leaders did not have any direct expectalions about whal l mighl be 
able to do for the community. They know, particularl y because of their cxpcri ence with an American 
wi ldli fc biologist who began as a !one researchcr studying pcccari es and ended up putting thcm in touch 
with the Wildli fc Conservati on Society and USA 1 D, tl rnt culti vating good relati onships with outsiders 
(espccially Westerners) can someti mes have long-term benefits. However, they wcre by the same token 
sophisticated enough 10 rccognize thal a twenty-somcthing graduate student prcsent under nobody's 
particular auspices was not much of a resource in terms of goods or innuence. CADI leaders and 
insidcrs usually displayed a benevolcnt disintcrcst in what 1 was up to, aftcr l 'd got their permission ta 
be there. Howc\'Cr, in the community l was somctimes challenged Io explain my right to be prcsent 
- and CA131 associatcs would, on my behalf, invoke my polential long-tenn utili ty if they were present. 
8. \Vhile 1 am constructing an argument hcrc in tcrms of the specifi c constraints and opportunities 
facing the contemporary Capitania, Hélène Clastres (1995, pp. 60-61; taken from Lozano 1754) 
summarizes text of a speech that almosl cxactly recapitulates lhis dcferrnl; il is by a late-l 6th century 
Guarani leaderopeningd iscussion al a<< council of warriors »: « publicaffairs, involving the intcrcst of 
ail , cannai be guidcd by only the opinion of one persan, e1•en though he may be the wisest... Everyone 
should \'oice his opinion ». 
9. New marital establi shments in Isoso tend toward uxoril ocality, though not in an cxplicil nor ha rd 
and fast way. 
1 O. « ln Guarani ... beautiful is not sa id for a natural arrangement »(Clastres 1995, p. 74). 
11. Cadogan (199211959) relates that among the Guarani-speaking Mbyù of Paraguay the word 
« jeguakara » [decoratcd man] is uscd in ril ual context to mean « man»; they call their «culture» 
« jl'guakârn te11011d(• porii11g11e i » meaning, « the first [a connotation is « prc-eminent »] men to wcar 
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adornments »; thcy call thcir nearest Guarani-spcaking neighbors « jeg11akârn 111iri 11 which cou Id be 
translated « small, minor, or lcss-adorned men» (ibid., p. 14). The point is that adornment marks truc 
personhood (Guarani-speakers only arejcg11aktirn), and that such marking rcgistcrs as scalablc indices. 
12. Isoso's prc-cminent publi c figure, the dcccascd father of the prcscnt Mburuvicha Guasu, was 
nicknamcd « K1111rai11 G1111.m 11: « Great Shadc ». 
13. Clastres (1995), Saignes ( 1990) and Combès (1992a; 1992b) document multiple references in the 
colonial litcrature to grand Guarani « asscmblies » at which leaders, shamans, eiders, and warriors (ail 
men: though lsosciio oral histories, at least, tell of more than one \\'Oman leader who « knew how to 
speak »: Nordcnskièild 2002 [ 1912); Combès 1999) would gather and spcak in order to decide mattcrs 
of importance to their communitics (having often to do wi th outsiders: missions, military campaigns). 
Thcse \l'crc also occasions for ritual gcnerosit y (characteristi c also of the meetings 1 describe in the 
dissertation):« convites » (feasts) of chicha-drinking (Melia and Temple 2004). 
14. No equal and opposite tendeney is manifested ris-ti-1-is the person toward modcst drcss. Il will 
be intcresting to see if this bccomes a focus of creyente practice in years to come. 
15. They \1·orry about this wit h outsiders: researchcrs, NGO workers, etc. Rut thcy gct particularly 
agitate<l about il whcn il comcs to itinerant i\ ndean tradcrs: « colla 11 co111erci11111es who scll clothes or 
kitchcn wares and come through on foot. People often commcntcd to me, « there is moncy hcre in 
lsoso. Why elsc would the collas come? They know they can take advantagc of us, they know a lot of 
moncy comes out of this place». This is of course truc as far as it goes, but their conviction that the 
traders - most of whom seemed to be leading a <lifficult , peripatctic, and hardly l11crati1·e existence -
were ail sharp dealers li vi ng off the fat of the Isosciio land seeme<l unwarranted. 
16. People do, of course, hidc things. One family l li\•ed wit h had ta ken to storing ail of their maize 
crop inside thcir house, rather than in the more traditional arati o, or raiscd outdoor granary: as the 
husband explained, « my wife has a lot of relatives, and if they see we have a lot of corn, thcy start to 
ask for it ». At a grander scale, CADI and various of it s key personnel have repeatedly been involvcd in 
sti cky financial mismanagement sit uations. 
17. The parall els betwccn Jsose11o and Azande witchcraft arc striking. ln both the Azande and 
lsoseii o cases witchcraft is substanti1•e and inheres in the body; it tra1•els by mysterious meclrnnisms 
(Azande, according to Evans-Pritchard ( 1937), like lsoseii o, had litt lc intercst in considering its 
functional architectonies); it can be transmitted to youngcr kinspersons (alt hough the transmission in 
the lsose1o case must involve intent, not simple heredity, and is not the only means of obtaining the 
witch-substancc); witches arc rcputed to meet secretly and have organization, status, and hierarchy 
among thcmselves; witches may do their bewitching without particular mali ce; there is « profcssional 
jealousy » among « wi tch-<loctors » (shamans). There are parallels in Isoseiio and Azande social 
structures, as '''ell : hereditary hierarchy (more developcd among the Azande) and collective nostalgia 
for lost communi ty spirit and control of witchcraft that was known undcr a legendary leader dead in 
recent memory: old Ki ng Gbudwe among the Azandc; Kuarafa Guasu, the father of Don IJoni, among 
the Isosc1io. And, as Evans-Pritchard memorably put it, l 930s Azande were « cxtrcmely annoyed » 
rather than frightened by witchcraft, as wcn: l 990s lsose1io. Therc are, too, notable differences. No-one 
in Isoso persuades or importunes wi tches tocease and desist from their bewitching activitics: preventive 
measurcs are not even considercd. More centrally, the « function » of wi tch-discourse seems quite 
different (if 1 may be permitted to animale such a reviled analytic mode). Among the Azande, 
Evans-Pritchard tells us, witchcraft is invoked as a catch-ail cxplanation for misfonune. rrom the 
fa mous coll apscd granary to an infccted stubbed toe, wi tchcraft answers the existential why bchind the 
common-sensical one. l sose1io i1woke witchcraft in relation to many things - illness, death, crop 
plagues, and drought - but not accidents. Furthermore, instead of eliminating the element of capri-
ciousncss from misfortune, witchcraft in l soso scems only to heightcn it. This is because witches 
themselves are in th rail to an uncontroll able impulse to do lwrm. Their actions arc sometimcs described 
as endlcss redemption of an unpayable « <lebt >> to the source of their power (for more on this, see 
Lowrey 2006). If Azande wit chcraft offers a terminus for explanation, Isosciio wi tchcraft points the 
way toward e1•er more unfothomable realms of conspiratorial mali ce. 
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